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The common pain reliever acetaminophen may suppress the production of testosterone in the developing male fetus, suggests a study using human fetal tissue implanted into mice [1] . The findings shed light on epidemiological studies linking acetaminophen use during pregnancy to reproductive disorders in offspring at birth.
Reproductive disorders such as cryptorchidism (undescended testicle) and testicular cancer are common, and may be increasing in prevalence. There is evidence that such disorders may arise from abnormally low levels of androgens during gestation. For instance, cryptorchidism in newborns is linked to low levels of circulating androgens in the fetus during pregnancy-an observation backed up by experiments in rats.
In the last several years, epidemiological studies have suggested that protracted use of acetaminophen during pregnancy is associated with an increased risk of cryptorchidism in offspring. Data on rodents also show a linkage between the drug and reproductive disorders. In the new study, Sander van den Driesche and Joni Macdonald et al. explore this linkage further. They provided acetaminophen-at dosages similar to those used by people-to castrated mice implanted with human fetal testis tissue. The resulting plasma concentrations of the drug in the mice were well below that found in women consuming similar doses.
The researchers found that a single day of acetaminophen did not affect plasma testosterone levels. But exposure over seven days resulted in a 45 percent reduction in plasma testosterone, as well as an 18 percent reduction in the weight of seminal vesicles, which require testosterone to grow. Subsequent experiments in pregnant rats showed that acetaminophen resulted in the reduced expression of two key enzymes involved in producing testosterone.
More than 65 percent of women report using acetaminophen during pregnancy, and this new study suggests that it may be wise to use the drug judiciously.
